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"Wishing that Right May Prevail": Ethan Allen
Hitchcock and the Florida War
by C. S. Monaco
n a spring evening in 1841, Major Ethan A. Hitchcock
(1798-1870), mindful of the rare privilege of spending a
night alone in a "small neat house" overlooking Tampa
bay, rather than encamped in the East Florida wilderness, opened
a trunk containing his flute and some sheet music and proceeded
to play a few pieces. Pausing for a moment, he put his instrument
down and walked over to an open window where he "sat in the light
of the moon." As the air blew gently, Hitchcock was overcome by a
rush of feeling. "I could haye wept," he confided to his diary, "but
for no immediate cause, not even the definite memory of one-but
I felt in the midst of an eternity passing on forever & forever." Such
an epiphany was not uncommon for this deeply philosophical and
influential officer; worldly strife and "the contemplation of Nations
at War" often became inconsequential and even "pitiable" by
comparison. 1 Hitchcock's probing intellect was acutely manifested
in his diary entries, spanning fifty years of army life. This valuable
resource has mostly gone unnoticed in regard to the Second
Seminole War (1835-1842), or "the Florida war" as it was known,
but is nevertheless rife with significant historical details as well as
more commonplace impressions.

0

C.S. Monaco is a Courtesy Professor of History at the University of Florida. He
is currently working on a book-length study of the broad cultural and social
ramifications of the Second Seminole War. The author wishes to thank the staff
of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma, for their research assistance for this
article.
1
Ethan Allen Hitchcock, April 3, 1841, Diary #19, Ethan Allen Hitchcock
Diaries, 69-70, Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.
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Indeed, among a cohort of diarists who documented their firsthand experiences during this conflict, Hitchcock, best known for his
commentaries on the state of the western tribes, does not typically
rise to the scholarly front ranks. 2 Hitchcock may have been praised
for his humanitarianism and unimpeachable character by such
personalities as anthropologist John R. Swanton-who also ranked
Hitchcock's observations of Native people as comparable to those of
naturalist John Bartram and Indian agent Benjamin Hawkins- but
few Second Seminole War historians have followed suit. 3 Moreover,
among those who mention Hitchcock ad hominem remarks are
commonplace. In a recent chapter on the Florida war, military
historian Samuel]. Watson cites Hitchcock's supposed "vanity" and
"lack of respect for senior officers and the chain of command. " 4
More significantly, John K Mahon, in his seminal History of the Second
Seminole War ( 1967), still regarded as the principal scholarly treatment
of this seven-year, multi-million dollar conflict, treats Hitchcock's
written commentary with an element of suspicion. 5 In reference to
the latter's allegation of fraud on the part of the Indian agents who
conducted the treaties of Payn.e's Landing and Fort Gibson, accords
that established the framework for Seminole removal to the west
and thus set the stage for the costliest Indian war in U.S. history,
2

3
4

5

Ethan Allen Hitchcock, A Traveler in Indian Country : The Journal of Ethan Allen
Hitchcock, ed. Grant Foreman (1930; reprint, Tulsa: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1996). Second Seminole War diarists include: Jacob R. Motte,]ourney into
Wilderness; An Army Surgeon's Account of Life in Camp and Field during the Creek and
Seminole Wars, 1836-1838, ed. James F. Sunderman (Gainesville: University of
Florida Press, 1953); Henry Prince, Amidst a Storm of Bullets: The Diary of Henry
Prince, ed . Frank Laumer (Tampa, FL: University of Tampa Press, 1998);John
Bemrose, Reminiscences of the Second Seminole War, ed. John K . Mahon (Tampa,
FL: University of Tampa Press, 2001); M . M. Cohen, Notices of Florida and the
Campaigns (Charleston, SC: Burges & Honour, 1836); "Macomb's Mission to
the Seminoles: John T. Sprague's Journal, Kept During April and May 1839,"
ed . Frank F. White, Jr., Florida Historical Quarterly 35, no. 2 (October 1956):
130-193; and MatthewT. Pearcy, "Andrew Atkinson Humphreys' Seminole War
Field Journal," Florida Historical Quarterly 85, no. 2 (Fall 2006) : 197-230.
John R. Swanton, "Forward to the F irst Edition" in A Traveler in Indian Country,
7-8 .
Samuel J. Watson, Peacekeepers and Conquerors: The Army Officer Corp on the
American Frontier, 1821to1846 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2013),
517, n.46 .
John K. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 1835-1842, rev. edition
(Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1985). Most historians have
bypassed Hitchcock's original diaries in favor of the edited, Fifty Years in Camp
and Field: Diary of Major-General Ethan Allen Hitchcock, U.S.A., ed. W. A. Croffut
(New York: Putnam's Sons, 1909) . While this work contains valuable material,
it is certainly no substitute for the actual manuscripts . I will, nonetheless, cite
from both sources whenever appropriate.
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Mahon admits that "there is no reason ... to suspect Hitchcock of
perpetuating a fictitious [claim]," but then adds, rather inexplicably,
that such a scenario was "not impossible. " 6 Curiously, the fact that
most army officers in Florida also believed that the treaties were
"begot in fraud and brought forth in the blackest villainy," to quote a
Hitchcock contemporary, does not elicit much attention. 7 Mahon's
account of the treaties __remains highly ambiguous; ultimately, he
states, all that remains is the white man's version of events versus
the Indian's. Doubt is also cast on Hitchcock's veracity while serving
as special assistant to Secretary of War John Bell in Washington,
D.C. (1841). Yet Hitchcock's daily journal indicates that General
Walker K Armistead's replacement by Colonel William]. Worth
as commanding officer in Florida was indeed put in motion by
Hitchcock himself. 8 In addition,John and Mary Lou Missal, in their
recent -history of the war, follow what has become an established
critical trend. Without mentioning Hitchcock's high regard within
the War Department or his familial relationship with Secretary Bell
(Bell's sister-in-law was married to Hitchcock's brother) the authors
suggest that his claim of choosing Armistead's successor was merely
empty boasting. 9 It is my contention that a careful examination of
the documentary record will show that such skepticism is misplaced.
The original Hitchcock diaries (held at the Gilcrease Museum,
6

7

8
9

Mahon, Second Seminole War, 78; see also, Mahon, "Two Seminole Treaties:
Payne's Landing, 1832, and Ft. Gibson, 1833," Florida Historical Quarterly
41 , no . 1 (July 1962): 1-21. The total costs of the war vary widely. The 30-40
million dollar range is taken from Mahon, Second Seminole War, 326. Prominent
military historian Francis Paul Prucha sidesteps charges of fraud by deferring
to Mahon's treatment; see Prucha, American Indian Treaties: The History of a
Political Anomaly (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 176.
Quoted in Reynold M. Wik, "Captain Nathaniel Wyche Hunter and the Florida
Indian Campaigns, 1837-1841," Florida Historical Quarterly 39, no. 1 (July 1960) :
74; for Mahon's notice of the prevalence of this attitude among officers, see
Mahon, Second Seminole War, 77; see also, William B. Skelton, An American
Profession ofArms: The Army Officer Corps, 1784-1861 (Lawrence: University Press
of Kansas, 1992), 323-324.
Hitchcock, May 15 and 16, 1841, Diary #20, 66, 68 .
John and Mary Lou Missal, The Seminole Wars: America's Longest Indian Conflict
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004), 192. For additional mention of
Hitchcock's friendship with Bell, apart from the diaries, see Ronald N. Satz,
American Indian Policy in the Jacksonian Era (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1975), 160,172-173, n.24. Bell marriedjane Erwin, a prominent socialite
and sister of Ann Erwin; see, "General Ethan Allen "Hitchcock: Some Account
of a Missouri Author Somewhat Neglected But Whose Writings Will Live When
More Popular Writers Are Forgotten," Missouri Historical Review 2, no.3 (April
1908): 174; "Descendants of Andrew Erwin," <http: / / www.wikitree.com/
genealogy/ Erwin-Descendants-146> (accessed October 27, 2013).
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Tulsa, Oklahoma) contain a wealth of additional information and
context not available in the highly abridged and redacted version
by W. A. Croffut ( 1909), a source that the above mentioned authors
have drawn upon. Not only does a more precise impression of this
individual arise after scrutiny of the unedited journals but a new
understanding of crucial phases of the war, such as the Seminoles'
sincere desire to end hostilities early in the campaign, emerges as
well. The diaries further demonstrate that Hitchcock was one of
the leading moralists of the day and conceived of Native people
as "part of the great human family" who were worthy of the same
rights and privileges as whites-a rare stance indeed. 10 His actions
throughout the Florida campaign, such as favoring mediation over
combat, were all informed by this core human rights conviction.
Despite his liberal nature, Hitchcock escaped marginalization in the
army. His judgment was actively sought in Washington, D.C. and his
appointments in the War Department under two secretaries of war
further established his bona fides as the Florida war's most skillful
moral advocate and peace strategist. 11
Hitchcock's candid observations crossed between battlefield
and home front rather seamlessly and thus serve as a useful
platform on which to examine broader issues such as the origin
and ethics of the war, the prevalence of fraud and deception, and
the ill-treatment of the southeastern tribes during the Jackson era
and other manifestations of settler colonialism. 12 In doing so I am
10
11

12

Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 165 .
Although the Whig Party sought to position itself as ethically superior to "the
moral malaria ofJacksonism," [Waddy Thompson, "House of Representatives,
Debate on the President's Message," December 30, 1839, Daily National
Intelligencer, January 8, 1840] and exploited discouraging news from the
Florida campaign for partisan political effect, the party never advanced a
human rights agenda regarding Native Americans and muted its anti-war
stance when William Henry Harrison and John Tyler served as presidents; see,
C. S. Monaco, "Red Devil or Tragic Hero? Osceola as Settler-Colonial Icon,"
American Indian Quarterly 39, no . 2 (forthcoming, 2015) . For reference to the
Whig presumption of moral superiority over Democrats, see Daniel Walker
Howe, The Political Culture of the American VVhigs (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1984), 32-42; for Whig "moral imperialism" see, Michael F. Holt, The
Rise and Fall of the American VVhig Party: Jacksonian Politics and the Onset of the
Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 83, 187-188, 257; see also,
George McKenna, The Puritan Origins of American Patriotism (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 2007), 104-117.
For a recent application of the concept of settler colonialism to the Second
Seminole War, see C. S . Monaco, "Alachua Settlers and the Second Seminole
War," Florida Historical Quarterly 91, no. 1 (Summer 2012): 1-32; for a concise
summation of this field, see Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical
Overview (Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).
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reminded of Barbara Tuchman 's dictum that studies of historical
figures not only make for compelling reading but serve as a
prism through which broader issues can be understood, thereby
encompassing "the universal in the particular." 13 Such scholarship,
as others have noted, can also help address historiographical
fissures and neglect~ 4 Finally, while this essay is not solely intended
as a critique ofMahon's Second Seminole War, that study's limitations,
portions of which were written more than fifty years ago, become
increasingly obvious to anyone who engages anew with this
significant conflict. 15

Biographical Details
Ethan Allen Hitchcock served in noteworthy capacities during
the Second Seminole War, the Mexican-American War, and the
Civil War-retiring in 1867 with the rank of major general. As his
first and middle names suggests, Hitchcock was a descendant of the
Revolutionary hero, General Ethan Allen . As Allen's grandson, as
well as the son of a leading Vermont jurist, Hitchcock was among
the early nineteenth-century's privileged ranks. Born and raised
in Vergennes, Vermont, the teenaged Hitchcock, endowed with
a precocious intellect, was described by an adult contemporary
as "well bred," conversant in Latin, and "extremely correct in his
moral habits." 16 The youth had no difficulty entering the United
States Military Academy at West Point at the age of sixteen. After
graduation and a lieutenancy (1817), Hitchcock served for a time
under Lieutenant Colonel Zachary Taylor as adjutant of the Eighth
Infantry and was also employed in recruitment. To Hitchcock's
satisfaction, he was eventually ordered to return to the Academy,
the first of two tours of duty at his alma mater. His initial faculty
appointment (1824-1827) was as an instructor of Infantry Tactics
and, after promotion to captain, Hitchcock followed Major William
]. Worth as commandant of the corps of cadets (1829-1833) and
13
14

15
16

Barbara W . Tuchman, "Biography as a Prism of History," in Practicing History:
SelectedEssays (NewYork: Random House, 1981), 81.
David Lambert and Alan Lester, "Imperial Spaces, Imperial Subjects," in
Colonial Lives Across the British Empire: Imperial Careering in the Long NineteenthCentury, ed. Lambert and Lester (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 20.
Mahon 's "Two Seminole Treaties," was published in 1962 and later incorporated
into his book.
George P. Peters to the Honorable Secretary of War, September 1814, in
Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 40.
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also continued teaching. 17 The new commandant was cerebral
by nature and in addition to his grasp of military tactics and
strategy he studied challenging philosophical texts. Much later, he
authored a variety of books on a full range of esoteric subjects,
from Swedenborg to the ancient alchemists. According to a recent
scholar, Hitchcock was an important "Hermetic" thinkeF who
had close ties with Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne
and Edgar Allen Poe (Hitchcock's former West Point pupil) and
"whose significance in American literary and religious scholarship
has yet to be fully assessed." Some believe that his insistence on
interpreting alchemical works symbolically rather than literally
presaged modern analytical psychiatry. 18 Be that as it may, the
more mundane rules and obligations of military life also captured
Hitchcock's full attention; at the Academy this practical side
often included duty as a firm disciplinarian. This last obligation
set the stage for a heated clash between Hitchcock and President
Andrew Jackson. In response to Jackson's interference in West
Point's internal disciplinary regimen-the president repeatedly
reinstated his own wayward appointees who had been dismissed
due to a variety of infractions-and after Hitchcock's meeting with
Jackson at the White House failed to deter future meddling, the
thirty-five-year-old captain joined with the Academy's renowned
superintendent, Colonel Sylvanus Thayer (aka "the Father of West
Point") and both resigned in protest. 19
This matter certainly alienated Hitchcock from presidential
favor; in fact, his promotion to major was countermanded by "Old
17

18

19

George W . Cullum, Biographical Register of the Officers and Graduates of the
U.S. Military Academy at West Point, N. Y., 3rd ed ., vol. 1 (Boston/ New York:
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1891), 169.
Arthur Verslius, The Esoteric Origins of the American Renaissance (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 64-71; see also, Candace Barrington, "Grieving
American Civil War Dead: General Hitchcock's hermetic interpretation
of Chaucer's Book of the Duchess," European Journal of English Studies 15, no. 2
(August 2011): 143-156. For Hitchcock's stature vis-a-vis alchemy and analytical
psychiatry, especially Carl Jung, see Walter Pagel, review of Ethan Allen Hitchcock:
Soldier-Humanitarian-Scholar. Discorierer of the "True Subject" of the Hermetic Art,
by I. Bernard Cohen, in Isis 43 (December 1952) : 374-375.
This action was timed so as not to attract public attention; see, Hitchcock, Fifty
Years in Camp and Field, 64-68; "West Point" Spectator (New York), April 22, 1833;
see also, Robert P. Wettemann, Jr., Privilege vs. Equality: Civil Military Relations
in the Jacksonian Era, 1815-1845 (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2009), 57.
As commandant of cadets, a position that Thayer created, Hitchcock was
responsible for the cadet's military training and discipline. Hitchcock's former
students included many future Union and Confederate leaders: Robert E . Lee,
Joseph E . Johnston, Montgomery C. Meigs andJefferson Davis.
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Hickory" not long afterward. 20 Even so, Hitchcock's principled
stand with Thayer and his ability to speak truth to power actually
put him in good stead with senior officers, many of whom were
anti-Jackson Whigs. Major General Alexander Macomb, army
commanding general (1828-1841), assigned Hitchcock to
recruiting duty in Boston and shortly thereafter suggested that he
accept the position of governor of Liberia. This African colony was
intended as a haven for former slaves and was under the control
of the American Colonization Society, a prestigious organization
then headed by James Madisorr. 21 Hitchcock declined the position,
despite much flattery and praise, a year's leave of absence from
the army, and a position where he could have exercised near
monarchical authority.
Following his Academy departure, Captain Hitchcock served
for several years in the Wisconsin Territory under his former
mentor Zachary Taylor. In addition to his regular duties he was
also appointed Indian agent to the Sauk and Fox Indians and
played an integral role in treaty negotiations. A few years later,
he do_cumented cases of rampant fraud and abuse on the part of
lawyers and government officials in their dealings with the nearby
Winnebago tribe, scandalous findings that found their way to
Congress and drew national outrage in the process. 22 In January
1836, while Hitchcock was on leave visiting his brother-an affluent
planter in Mobile, Alabama, and a state Supreme Courtjusticedetails concerning Dade's Massacre (December 28, 1835) reached
Hitchcock and he promptly volunteered his services to General
Edmund P. Gaines who was then mounting a retaliatory expedition
against the Seminoles. Amid news of the annihilation of Dade's
command, an event that was crucial in rallying volunteers from the
southern states and uniting them against the Seminoles, newspapers
such as the Mobile Mercantile Advertiser urged a merciless response
20
21

22

Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 69, nl.
Ibid., 68-70. For Madison's leadership see, Allen Yarema, The American
Colonization Society: An Avenue to Freedom? (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, 2006), 28-30.
E. A. Hitchcock to T. Hartley Crawford [Commissioner of Indian Affairs],
November 6 and 8, 1838, December 3, 1838 and February 6, 1839, in Execution
of Treaty with the Winnebagoes: Letter from the Secretary of War, transmitting the
information required by a resolution of the House of Representatives of the 19th instant,
in relation to the execution of the treaty of 1st November, 1837, with the Winnebago
Indians (Washington, DC: Thomas Allen, 1839), 7-9, 11, 13, 58; "Fraud Upon
tli.e Indians," New York Commercial Advertiser, June 21, 1839; "The Winnebago
Half-Breeds," Wisconsin Enquirer (Madison), August 31, 1839.
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and included genocide as an option: "The Seminole Indians
must be either exterminated totally, or ... driven out beyond the
boundaries of civilized life." 23 Hundreds of volunteers heeded such
impassioned rhetoric andjoined with the regular troops assembled
in New Orleans. After these men left for Florida onboard a fleet of
steamboats and reached the port of Tampa on February 9, 1836,
Gaines appointed Hitchcock his acting inspector general. 24

Florida Arrival
On February 13 Hitchcock helped organize four hundred
regular army troops, seven hundred Louisiana volunteers and about
eighty "friendly Indians" and proceeded to march into the interior
toward the direction of Fort King (present-day Ocala)-the closest
fort to the Seminole reservation. 25 By this time Gaines was aware
that General Winfield Scott had been ordered to Florida byJackson
and the War Department in order to assume command, although
Scott's exact location was unknown. Both generals heartily disliked
each other. 26 While Gaines did not relish meeting up with his longtime rival in the Florida backwoods, the humiliating loss of Dade's
command lured him into the remote interior where he hoped to
deliver a crushing strike against the recalcitrant Seminoles.
The army followed a trail that linked Fort Brooke (Tampa)
with Fort King for seven days- stopping to burn several small,
abandoned Seminole villages along the way. On February 20,
Hitchcock's detachment encountered the spot where Dade's men
had perished one month earlier. Eight officers and ninety-eight
enlisted men were found precisely where they had fallen in battle.
"We buried them all," Hitchcock wrote, " [and] honored with
funeral rights [ sic] the bodies of Major Dade & his command." At
his suggestion, one of Dade's cannons was placed vertically over the
23

Quoted in Canter Brown, Jr., "Persifor F. Smith, the Louisiana Volunteers, and
Florida's Second Seminole War," Louisiana History 34, no . 4 (Autumn 1993):
396.
24 Hitchcock, February 1836, Diary #7, 12. For reference to steamboat transport
see, Capt. A. E . Hitchcock (Ft. Drane) to Francis S. Lyon (Washington City),
March 11, 1836, "Proceedings of the Military Court Of Inquiry, in the Case of
Major General Scott and Major General Gaines," in Public Documents Printed by
Order of the Senate of the United States, Second Session of the Twenty-Fourth Congress,
vol. 3 (Washington, D.C., 1837), 376.
25 Hitchcock, February 1836, Diary #7, 13-16.
26 Edward M. Coffman, The Old Army: A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime,
1784-1898 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 67-68; Skelton, American
Profession of Arms, 200; Allen Peskin, Winfield Scott and the Profession of Arms
(Kent, OH: The Kent State University Press, 2003), 76-79, 91 -96, 120-122.
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graves of the officers. 27 A few days later the army reached Fort King,
a simple frontier outpost enclosed by log pickets. Rumors abounded
that the post had been overrun and decimated by Seminoles;
Hitchcock was thus relieved to see that the men, though isolated,
were able to defend the fort. 28 Despite dwindling rations, Gaines
impetuously departed the garrison and marched southwest toward
the site of the previous Battle of the Withlacoochee (December
31), an ignominious confrontation that lasted one day and
resulted in the retreat of U.S. forces. Like the Dade incident, this
engagement garnered national controversy and disenchantment
with the military command and so Gaines was intent to restore
honor. The army reached the Withlacoochee River after a two
day march and was immediately fired upon by Seminoles. Gaines
briefly withdrew and then returned to a different location on the
river where his men once again encountered enemy fire. This time
the Seminoles fielded a much larger force-numerically Gaines'
equal-leading his detachment to take a defensive position behind
a large but hastily erected pine-log breastwork. 29 The details of the
second battle at the Withlacoochee (also known as the Battle of
Camp Izard) need not be repeated here. What is of particular note,
however, is the peace initiative that stemmed from this engagement,
a heretofore undervalued episode that, according to Hitchcock,
clearly demon~trated the desire of Indigenous leaders to end the
war within the first few months of hostilities. 30
Despite its minimal presence in the historiography, the
Seminole peace overture actually drew the intensive scrutiny of the
military court that was later convened in Frederick, Maryland, to
examine the actions of both Gaines and Scott during the campaign. 31
Jurists discussed possible motivations, noting that some of those
questioned remained skeptical as to Seminole intent "(assuming a
feint or ruse), while others thought the offer legitimate, especially
given the length of the negotiations and the fact that the Indians
remained non-combative and even allowed troops to fish for badly

27
28
29
30
31

Hitchcock, February 1836, Diary #7, 16-19.
Among various rumors, it was also believed for a time that the town of
Tallahassee had been captured; see "Indian Hostilities," Spectator (New York),
February 8, 1836; see also, Brown, "Persifor F. Smith," 396.
Hitchcock, February 1836, Diary #7, 20-24.
Mahon devotes a single paragraph to this incident and downplays its
significance; Mahon, History of the Seminol,e War, 149.
"Proceedings of the Military Court Of Inquiry," 52-53, 146-147, 306, 379-380,
389-390, 520-521, 529-530, 532-533, 557-558.
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n eded food. 32 Gaines was in no position to force the Seminoles to
plead for a ceasefire; the army's situation was in fact exceedingly
bl ak, at least before a relief force consisting of 600 men and
head d by General Duncan Clinch unexpectedly arrived during
the parley and disrupted talks. 33 The army had suffered casualties
(five killed and forty-six wounded), was surrounded on three sides,
and penned down both day and night during an eight day siege.
Men were also running out of ammunition and were left without
1 ations, forcing many to subsist on horses and dogs as well as plant
roots. Yet as far as Mahon interpreted the scene, the Seminoles
("lil others of their race") were simply ill-equipped to carry on
an extended siege and were more than willing to retire and fight
another day. 34
Hitchcock, on the other hand, conceded that the Seminole
initiative that arose during the evening of March 5 was most likely
conceived after Indian scouts had discovered that substantial
reinforcements, under the command of Clinch, were headed their
wa .."Is E en so, throughout the next day's talks, which included
u h notables a Osceola, Jumper, Alligator and other war leaders,
along with their black interpreters, it was obvious that Seminoles
had a-one to great lengths to parley. Gaines, recognizing a unique
opportunity stayed in the background and appointed Hitchcock
t lead d lib rations. Initially, Hitchcock delivered a stern message
from hi superior informing the Indians that a large army would
soon b aimed at them. But in his journal Hitchcock confessed
that he 'soothed them a little" by interjecting a note of empathy.
ot onl did he concede that "The had suffered great wrong,"
but noted, adl1eting to the language of honor-bound societies,
that if that v\ra the case then they had surely "taken satisfaction."
V\ ithout explicitly tating the damages the Seminoles had inflicted
upon the Florida Territory- the killing of settlers, the annihilation
of the int rior s ttlen1ents a.ii.cl th.e east coast sugar plantations, as
"\V U as the appropriation of thousands of cattle and other livestock
( dainao· e timated at 0 er $8 nl!mion)-it \\~ obvious that the
ma!!nitude of the e losse had certain.I
erved to expiate past
n

4

Ibid., 5 , -57_55 .
R mb n W. Patrick pla ed thi force at 450 infantry and 150 cavalry; ee,
Pau-ick, A1istoa-at in Cniforwi.: Genera( Du12ca11. L. Clinch (Gaine ville: niversity
of Florida Pt-e , 1963), 12 .
1\labon, Hi,st-01)' of the eroud eminole Ha1~ 149. The I\fi al. atrribute thi peace
initiatir t the black leader John ae ar rather than to th
eminole war
lead · them eh' ~; e l\Ii al and Mi· al, eminoi.e Um , IO .
Hitchcock. F bruary 1 36, Diary #7, 34.
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wrongs. 36 Osceola, impressed by Hitchcock, said that he was indeed
"satisfied." Authoritarian posturing was put aside (a rare stance
for the army), diplomacy reigned, and no mention was made of
removal to the west .37 After a private conference that lasted several
hours, Osceola and the others returned and spoke freely of their
loss of men and stated "that blood enough had been shed-&
they wished to put a stop to it." They claimed as many as thirty
fatalities during the battle. 38 Before any binding agreement could
be made, however, further consultations with their paramount
leader, Micanopy, were required. Hitchcock similarly declared that
neither he nor Gaines could authorize a peace treaty; that would
be done by another commander who was arriving from "their
great Father the President." He gave assurances that Gaines would
stop fighting as long as the Seminoles withdrew to the south side
of the river, remained nonviolent, and agreed to attend a future
"grand Council." Each of the war leaders gave their consent. At this
point, Clinch 's advance guard arrived and they began to fire on the
Seminoles, all of whom reportedly managed to flee unharmed. 39
The reaction of Gaines' second-in-command, Lieutenant
Colonel David Twiggs, was unequivocal: "If it had not been for
this unfortunate circumstance, everything would have been
accomplished in the way of peace." 40 Despite the interruption, the
Seminoles kept their word and maintained a ceasefire for three
weeks. In no other battle during the Florida war were hostilities
ended in such a manner, and certainly not when the Indians held
such a major advantage. Be that as it may, Gaines transferred
command to Clinch on March 9 while still at the newly named
Camp Izard and resolved to leave the prosecution of the war
entirely to Scott. Hitchcock accompanied Gaines to Fort Drane,
36

37

38

39
40

For the amount of damages, see "Speech of Mr. Levy of Florida, in the House
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National Intelligencer, April 4, 1836.
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in Amidst a Storm of Bullets, 25; James W. Covington, The Seminoles of Florida
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where, after an icy reception by Scott, they continued by horseback
to Tallahassee and then proceeded on a long journey west. By April
both arrived at the Mexican frontier where they confronted a far
different set of problems posed by General Santa Anna and the
Texas War.41 As far as the Seminole parley was concerned, Scott
was the least likely person to pursue a peace strategy linked in any
way to his much despised military rival and so he began offensive
measures against the Seminoles. It is also difficult to imagine
that President Jackson would have altered his policy of complete
Indian removal. Even so, the unique opportunity presented at the
Withlacoochee ultimately fell to naught and a lethal but potentially
short war evolved into a costly and deadly seven-year conflict.

Just and Unjust War
In his journal entries regarding the Camp Izard negotiations,
Hitchcock referenced the wrongs the Indians suffered during their
years of dealing with the government. "The fact is," he wrote at the
time, "they have been abused." 42 This conclusion certainly influenced
his talks and established a foundation for mediation. During
Hitchcock's return tour of duty in Florida (1840), he reiterated
his belief that the treaties of Paynes Landing and Fort Gibson
were obtained dishonestly, that the Seminoles had never agreed
to emigrate and hence they "had the right to defend themselves
in their country." 43 Some of the Indian leaders who he conferred
with at Camp Izard were indeed present during the events at Fort
Gibson . But in order to place Hitchcock's remarks into perspective,
not only should evidence of fraud be examined but contemporary
standards of a just war should also be acknowledged. According to
Emmerick de Vattel's The Law of Nations (1758), among the most
influential texts on warfare during the early nineteenth-century
and required reading at West Point during- the antebellum era, key
aspects of lawful war were reduced to a simple premise: "1 . To recover
what belongs or is due us. 2. To provide for our future safety by punishing the
aggressor or offender. 3 . To defend ourselves, or protect ourselves from injury,
by repelling unjust violence. "44 If one accepts the proposition that the
41
42
43
44

Hitchcock, March and April 1836, Diary #7, 48-53.
Ibid., 40 [italics are mine] .
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treaties were coerced then it certainly follows-especially in the face
of actions to remove the Indians by armed force-that their refusal
to emigrate and their defense of reservation lands, awarded during
the previous Treaty of Moultrie Creek (1823), would constitute a just
war according to Vattel. It is also clear that Hitchcock did not group
Indians under Vattel's category of "savage nations," as exemplified
by such figures as Attila, Genghis Khan and Tamerlane; "lawless
robbers" who acted without mercy and made war "from inclination
purely, and not from love to their country." In such cases the author,
a Swiss jurist, encouraged severe punishment, even extermination. 45
To be sure, neither the Seminoles...nor most of the southeastern
tribes who were also being forced to move and forfeit vast land
holdings during this time had any knowledge of European notions
of ethical war or American jurisprudence. As Horace Everett of
Vermont stated in the House of Representatives several months after
the Camp Izard episode and in answer to his self-posed question,
"Is our quarreljust?"-Everett answered in the negative. His initial
reason, quite tellingly, was "the fact that our treaties are, as they
say, white men's treaties, made in our language, translated by our
interpreters, and by them imperfectly understood and imperfectly
remembered." Another primary objection, according to Everett
(an ardent Whig opponent ofJackson's Indian removal policy), was
the unquestionable fact that "we [Anglo-Americans] are our own
historians-we tell the whole story." Because of these circumstances,
he insisted that "in all questions of doubt, proper allowances should
be made in their [Seminoles] favor." 46 In any legal contest between
Indigenes and the government, the former, lacking attorneys or
even highly acculturated tribal members, were defenseless.
Adding even more to this situation was the cynical manipulation
of Native people by the Jackson administration. The Indian Removal
Act (1830), as historian Alfred A. Cave observed, "neither authorized
the unilateral abrogation of treaties guaranteeing Native American
land rights . .. nor the forced relocation of the eastern Indians." 47 Yet

45
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both these extra-legal measures were enacted duringJackson's term.
Indian treaties, though ratified by the Senate, were not viewed as
entirely legitimate by Old Hickory's associates. Secretary of WarJohn
Eaton, for example, declared that treaties were nothing more than
temporary privileges that could be retracted in the future, a position
that was also supported by the House Committee on Indian Affairs. 48
This committee, composed of presidential loyalists, maintained that
Indian reservations were created because they were "expedient to
the interests of the Government making them" and nothing more.
Similarly it was asserted that "no respectable jurist" ever claimed
"that the right of the Indians to hold their reserved lands could be
supported in the courts upon any other ground than the grant or
permission of the sovereignty or State in which such lands lie." 49
Government, in other words, reserved final judgment and any tribal
land claims, as opposed to individual ownership, were suspect. To
compound matters, testimony from Native Americans was routinely
excluded by the courts. 50 Moreover, even in rare instances when
Indians held sufficient funds and possessed extraordinary English
language facility and cultural knowledge- as was the case with the
Cherokee leadership- such major advantages ultimately proved
futile when it came to protecting Native rights. Despite the favorable
U.S. Supreme Court decision in Worcester v. Georgi,a (1832), for
example, both the state of Georgia and the Jackson administration
simply refused to obey the high court's finding of Cherokee tribal
sovereignty and ignored the verdict-a state of affairs that ultimately
led to the notorious "Trail of Tears." Given such a framework, the
position of Native people as legal nonentities was unequivocal.
Under the Jackson administration, the very concept of an Indian
treaty, other than serving as a fictive device to empower government
claims of removal powers, was reduced to a cynical pretense.
Once this operative condition is recognized, then the
preponderance of fraudulent activity on the part of Indian agents,
contractors and a variety of government representatives should not be
48
49
50
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unexpected. Enriching "themselves and their friends at the expense
of the native tribes" as Robert Remini observed, was ubiquitous. 51 On
this subject, Hitchcock served as one of the era's leading authorities
and moralists. Among Hitchcock's various credentials was the fact
that he was appointed by the secretary of war (1841) as a special
commissioner charged with probing large-scale fraud on the part of
government contractors who were supposed to provide vital supplies
to the Indians, including Seminoles, who had been removed to the
Arkansas Territory. Hitchcock's innovative investigative methods
included forming a network of secret agents. 52 His report filled nine
notebooks and detailed a variety of duplicitous practices by private
contractors, including forgery, bribery and perjury. Contractors
routinely delivered spoiled food and the government was also billed
for non-existent deliveries. Hitchcock's edited report was eventually
published by the House of Representatives over the opposition (and
acute embarrassment) of President John Tyler. 53
In regard to the Treaty of Payne's Landing, Hitchcock believed
that the commissioner, Colonel James Gadsden, a long-time
Jackson man, had resorted to bribery and misrepresentation of
the treaty stipulations in order to acquire the necessary signatures
and the supposed consent of the Seminoles. This version of events
stemmed from an eyewitness account. Army Captain Charles
Thruston heard Gadsden admit to Jackson during a meeting
in Washington D.C. that "he never could have got the treaty
through if he had not bribed the negro interpreter." According
to Thruston-a West Pointer who was also present during efforts
to enforce the treaties in Florida-an interpreter named Abraham
(also "Abram") purposely misrepresented the stipulations "in such
a manner as to leave the chiefs under the impression that they
were to have the ultimate decision" on whether to move to the
West. 54 This was "the simple unquestionable truth," as Hitchcock
51
52
53
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understood it. The fact that a payment of $200 to Abraham, under
the guise of services rendered, was written into the treaty at the
time adds credence to this assertion. 55 Moreover, Seminole leaders
contended that they only agreed to send representatives to the
Arkansas Territory because of Gadsden's vehement insistence.
They thought they were under no further obligation. After all, the
Moultrie Creek accord had guaranteed their Florida reservation
holdings; it was, they believed, a "sacred" pact. 56 Although the
annuity paid to the Seminoles would last no more than twenty
years, the treaty explicitly stated that their reservation lands "shall
herein be allotted them," with no time limit attached. 57
The next step in the removal process was the Treaty of Fort
Gibson (Arkansas). In this instance Hitchcock's informant was an
unnamed officer at the fort who took part in the proceedings. The
officer stated that a seven-member Seminole delegation arrived
under the supervision of Indian agent, Major John Phagan, and
was offered a document to endorse which specified their approval
of the lands. "The Indians refused to sign," Hitchcock quoted
his source, "saying that they had no authority to do it. " 58 It was
only through coercion that they relented. Phagan threatened
to leave the Seminoles stranded in the Arkansas Territory unless
they affixed their marks. This brazen misconduct also appears to
be corroborated by Jumper (Hotemathla), Micanopy's principal
adviser, who was one of the delegates: "The agents of the United
States made us sign our hands to a paper." Another leader, Charley
Emathla, emphatically declared that "the white people forced us
into the treaty. " 59 Captain George A. McCall, who was stationed at
Fort Gibson, related in his published memoirs how the Seminoles
were "induced" to sign, although McCall was unwilling to go into
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further detail. 60 No matter the method, it is obvious that both
treaties adhered to a familiar pattern that was applied elsewhere
among the _ Native people: deception and coercion were the
methods of choice.John F. Schermerhorn, the commissioner (and
Jackson associate) who oversaw the infamous Cherokee removal
treaty of New Echota (1835) and approved the Seminole treaty at
Fort Gibson, warned the Cherokees who dared remain east of the
Mississippi "that the screws would be turned upon them till they
would be ground into powder. " 61
Evidence also arises in connection with the character of
Agent Phagan. Another Jackson appointee, Phagan was under
investigation during this period for a variety of illegal activities,
including embezzlement of Indian funds. These charges originated
from his earliest days at the Florida agency. In 1832 matters were
so far out of hand that Florida Congressional Delegate Joseph M.
White asked the secretary of war to "order the agent and all his
subordinate agents out of the [Seminole] Nation," but White's
appeal went unheeded in Washington. 62 Despite Phagan's illrepute and his widespread standing as "totally unqualified, both by
education and morals," he was nevertheless deemed well-suited for
the purposes of the Jackson administration. 63 A few months after his
return to Florida, Phagan was removed from office, a consequence
of an independent investigation by the acting governor, James D.
Westcott, who uncovered damning evidence during a visit to the
Seminole Agency. 64 Ultimately, as a contemporary historian of
the war observed: "Such conduct exasperated Indians. They were
surrounded by crafty and designing men, and subjected to the
advice and control of an agent, who, not content with wronging
them . . . was carrying on ingenious schemes to defraud. " 65 All
things considered, Hitchcock's insights vis-a-vis the injustices
60
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accorded the Seminoles appear to be well-founded. No matter how
devastating the conflict proved for both soldiers and settlers, the
Seminoles adhered, in Hitchcock's judgment, to the principles of
just war. "The natives used every means to avoid a war," Hitchcock
wrote, "but were forced into it by the tyranny of our government." 66
Hitchcock was certainly not the only U.S. Army officer who
sympathized with Native Americans or acknowledged the culpability
of both government and settlers in provoking bloodshed. 67 As a
free-thinker and intellectual, Hitchcock had few equals in the army;
even so, it should also be said that the officer corps, especially those
who earned their commission at West Point, tended to identify not
only as gentlemen but as part of an elite eastern establishment
culture. Notably, it was within this culture that a new reform vision
of the American polity was taking place, one in which colonialism
was to be kept in check, existing forms of bondage eschewed, and
the rights of citizenship expanded. For the first time women, while
unable to vote, became active participants in the political process
and were particularly attracted to the Whig Party's emphasis on
moral reform. Among other contributions, women affirmed
men's political choices, aided in expanding party membership,
and served as exemplars of moral virtae. 68 To properly judge
Hitchcock, therefore, one should place him within an intellectual
milieu where moral questioning was deemed sacrosanct, especially
in the view of those New England Transcendentalist authors who
captured so much of his attention. Beyond these influences,
however, Hitchcock possessed a singular nature that was all his
own. "By a little show of kindness, which is very easy to show when
it is felt," he was proud to assert, he often succeeded in "winning
the heart" of the Seminoles that he engaged with, enemies who
were typically consumed with hatred of the whites. 69 Hitchcock felt
that service on the frontier was harder for him when compared
66
67
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to most of his compatriots. "For I know the cruel wrongs to which
the enemy has been subjected," he once admitted to an eminent
clergyman, "so I cannot help wishing that right may prevail, which
is, to use your own language, 'praying for the Indians. "' 70
Peace Strategy

On October 21, 1840 Hitchcock returned to Tampa Bay after
an absence of several years. His dejected mood, affected by the loss
of his brother Henry during the preceding year as well as his dread
of returning to "a dirty Indian war from which I may never return,"
was palpable. 71 Earlier that year Hitchcock, now a major, was
summoned to Washington, D.C. where he dined with Congressman
John Bell, head of the influential Indian Affairs Committee and
former Speaker of the House, and also visited with President Van
Buren. 72 Afterward, while stationed at Jefferson Barracks in St.
Louis, Hitchcock learned that his regiment had been ordered to
Florida following the "sickly session" (the late spring and summer
months). In the interim, as was his habit, Hitchcock avoided idle
chat and passed his free time, whether in the barracks or encamped
in the wild, deeply engrossed in the books that he kept by his side.
In Florida, his interests gravitated to the "grave & severe labors" of
Immanuel Kant's Critique of Pure R.eason to which he devoted many
hours otherwise lost to the monotony of camp life. 73
While at Fort King, Hitchcock queried his fellow officers in
regard to a far-reaching plan that would place the removal policy
on hold and allow Indians to possess the largely uninhabited
southern peninsula of Florida. Aside from two junior officers who
objected, the majority agreed this would be a prudent course. In
addition to framing his idea within an ethical context, reiterating
the Seminole's ill-treatment, Hitchcock underscored the army's
tactical and strategic conundrum. "The Army has done all an Army
can do," Hitchcock emphasized. "Our troops have gone over the
whole of upper part of Florida in every direction. They have opened
roads through hammocks & through swamps-have burned all of
the [Seminole] towns & destroyed all of the fields that can be found
& after all the Indians, broken up as a tribe & driven at all points,
exist in a scattered condition a hundred fold worse for us than when
70
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united in bodies." 74 Steeped in the Napoleonic tradition, the U.S.
Army was not only unprepared to combat guerilla-style warfare but
many officers, including Hitchcock, deemed such tactics as beneath
th dignity of civilized nations. 75 Among the officers who approved
of a peaceful resolution, despite expectations of harsh criticism
from certain quarters, Colonel William Worth-who Hitchcock
succeeded at West Point-spoke up as a staunch advocate, stating
"that he thought it for the interest & honor of the Government to
put an end to the War & that he would act upon that conviction." 76
On November 13 a letter from Secretary of War Joel Poinsett
aiTived at Fort King and appeared to back Hitchcock's bid for policy
change (v{ithout actually naming him) .77 General Armistead was
permitted to make a truce, allowing the Seminoles who refused to
migrate to temporarily reside in the south, keeping to a boundary
from just below Tampa in the west to New Smyrna on the east
coast-a much larger area than the overture made by General
:M comb the previous year. 78 Moreover, Poinsett gave Armistead
authority to offer sizable monetary awards to those Seminoles who
agTeed to move to Arkansas. During a "Council of War," as Armistead
called the meeting, the general discussed Poinsett's letter with his
to p field officers, including Hitchcock. All concurred, Hitchcock
observed, that the general now had "ample authority to do anything
h ple ed that ·wuuld effect a removal & urged the use of money. " 79
Armi tead 's subsequent decisions, hml\rever, left Hitchcock
quite agitated. v\lhile sending out peace feelers, the general
imultaneously enacted hostile actions elsewhere in the territory,
ontradictory movements that provoked the Seminoles and
magnified mistrust. The general also disagreed with his War
74
75
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Council's interpretation of Poinsett's directive, and did not
immediately offer money to the Indians nor did he present an
option to reside in south Florida.so Hitchcock termed Armistead's
actions "abominable," an assessment that only intensified over time.
"If it were not that lives are at stake, I should look upon the whole
thing as a farce."s 1 Armistead also transgressed the rules of war and
jeopardized future communication with the enemy by imprisoning
Seminoles who peacefully approached under a white flag. "No
extremity of Savage War," according to Hitchcock, could justify
such a violation.s 2 Furthermore, instead of heeding the advice of
his regimental field officers, Armistead appeared muddled and
"puerile" and shielded himself behind a coterie of junior officers
who were opposed to any peaceful overtures-an aspect of the war
that has been entirely lost in the historiography. s3
Throughout December and January Hitchcock wrote letters to
Poinsett and others in the War Department as well as his friend John
Bell outlining Armistead's "strange orders & movements" and overall
confusion. To rectify this situation, he suggested that the general be
relieved of command and replaced with Colonel Worth.s4 Worth was
chosen, not out of friendship-they in fact disliked each other-but
because Hitchcock believed that the colonel, despite his "pride &
conceit" had the determination to end the war quickly.s5 Following
William Henry Harrison's election and the appointment of Bell as
secretary of war, Hitchcock was ordered by Macomb to appear in
Washington post haste. By the spring of 1841, active war had been
replaced by concerted efforts to induce "the principal Chiefs with
offers of money to come in with their people." These awards ranged
from $8,000 (intended for the famed Seminole leader Coacoochee)
to several thousand for lesser chiefs. William Tecumseh Sherman, a
young lieutenant at the time, privately remarked that this method
of "buying them up" actually produced significant results and
that Armistead, as Sherman phrased it, "learned wisdom by the
experience."s5 Under these conditions, Hitchcock felt he could
80
81
82
83
84
85
86

Later, Armistead did his best to bribe Seminole leaders, going so far as showing
them a chest filled with Treasury notes, a scene that failed to please, as they
were expecting payment in silver; Hitchcock, March 18, 1841, Diary #19, 9-10.
Hitchcock, November 15, 1840, Diary #16, 68.
Ibid., December 8, 1840, 107-108.
Ibid., November 21, 1840, 73.
Ibid., December 7, 1840, 105-106; Hitchcock, December 16, 1840, Diary#l 7, 3.
Ibid., January 13, 1841, 63-68; Hitchcock, April 15, 1841, Diary #20, 10.
W. T. Sherman to John Sherman (Ft. Pierce), March 30 1841, in The Sherman
Letters: Correspondence between General and Senator Sherman from 1837 to 1891,
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depart Florida in good cohscience and still be able to provide useful
advice to the highest authorities. 87
Once in Washington Hitchcock found himself in a "whirlpool
of intrigue." Bell was quite solicitous and offered him the post of
Commissioner of Indian Affairs-a position of obvious importance
to the War Office. General Gaines enthusiastically approved of
Bell's choice, not only stating that Hitchcock was the most highly
qualified candidate but believed that only by employing such
talented individuals to negotiate with the Indians that "we should
soon win their confidence." 88 At the same time, Bell confided
that General Scott had objected to Hitchcock's placement in the
department, evidently the result of Scott's annoyance at Hitchcock's
earlier testimony during the inquiry at Frederick, Maryland. The
general, at least at this date, considered Hitchcock his "enemy"
(this would later change for the better). Hitchcock, however, was
not disposed to become a player in such a partisan game, especially
after realizing that Worth, a Scott protege, had also interposed
to discredit him. As a result, Hitchcock politely declined the
offer, stating that he had no desire of "creating irritation in the
Army." 89 Despite this refusal, Bell continued to seek Hitchcock's
advice and assigned him an office at the War Department. They
engaged in lengthy, informal discussions, often until late at night.
Once again the major made the case for peace,just as the previous
administration ultimately concluded. Bell was caught between his
concern for public opinion (which he assumed required ramping
up the war) and his respect for Hitchcock's judgment. Ultimately
he accepted his new adviser's suggestions and asked him to draft
letters directing Armistead to step down and place Worth in
command. Hitchcock recommended that the colonel be given
"free scope" and then enticed with a brevet promotion if successful.
"Though I found fault with Col. Worth's hasty disposition &
impatient temper," Hitchcock recalled telling Bell, "I did justice to

87
88
89

ed. Rachel Sherman Thorndike (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1894),
13. For a tally of payments to individual Seminoles, see "Payments made to
Seminole Chiefs and Warriors on their emigrating west of the Mississippi River
by Order Col. Worth," June 6, 1842, "Letters Received by the Office of the
Adjutant General Main Series, 1822-1860," Roll 0262, RG 94, NARA. True to
his character, Hitchcock maintained particular rapport with Coacoochee and
proved instrumental in gaining the latter's subsequent concession to emigrate;
see, Hitchcock, March 20, 1841, Diary #19, 14-25.
Hitchcock, April 14 and 15, 1841, Diary #20, 4-5, 12.
Gaines quoted in Satz, American Indian Policy, 160.
Hitchcock, April 30, 1841, Diary #20, 25, 28, 36.
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his activity and energy." The change of command was approved by
Scott and Macomb, with special praise directed to Hitchcock for
his selfless and "noble" choice. 90 These behind-the scenes eventsthough missed by historians-offer substantial insights regarding
the direction of the Florida war during its later years and certainly
places Hitchcock as a key player in the decision making process.
The death of President Harrison resulted in John Tyler assuming
office, and in September 1841 Bell's post as secretary went to John C.
Spencer. Hitchcock, as mentioned, was appointed as a commissioner
to investigate charges of fraud throughout the Arkansas Territoryan undertaking that originated under Bell. After five months of
spirited investigation, Hitchcock returned to Washington, at which
point he received a belated promotion to lieutenant colonel. The
report that he furnished Secretary Spencer, weaned down to one
hundred supporting documents, proved to be a political bombshell,
as it squarely laid the blame of major misconduct on various Whig
functionaries and implicated certain well-connected Washington
insiders and "friends of exposed rogues." 91 Indeed, as historian
Ronald Satz has noted, it became evident that Tyler had awarded
lucrative Indian ration contracts to his political followers in order
to support his candidacy in the 1844 election. 92 Despite pressure
to moderate or ignore charges by some in the administration,
Hitchcock held firm and declared that "I shall make my report
without regard to anything or anybody but the facts." Spencer waited
a year to submit a report and only after an intense political struggle.
Scott, now commanding the army, was eager to send Hitchcock
back to the Florida war, but the secretary overruled him, believing
it prudent to keep the lieutenant colonel under his direct authority
in Washington. Caught in-between factions and dismissive of most
politicians ("slippery bipeds"), Hitchcock began to doubt that he
chose the right vocation. In moments of despair he surmised he
had probably "read and studied" himself out of the military. "The
study of philosophy and my general reading have subdued all spirit
for action and induced a wish to retire from the world into some
solitude." 93 Not possessed of independent means, and thus unable to
90
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Ibid., May 15, 1841, 63-66, 75. The choice was made easier by Armistead's letter
of resignation which arrived just at this time. The general mistakenly believed
that he was going to be replaced by Gaines and wished to make the transition
that much easier; see, Hitchcock, May 17, 1841, 76.
Quote from Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 162.
Satz, American Indian Policy, 194.
Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 157-158, 162.
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step down, he was obliged to do his best under what he considered
extremely discomforting circumstances.
By February 1842 Colonel Worth concluded that any
continuation of the war would be futile, especially in light of the
fact that only three hundred Seminoles (including women and
children) remained scattered throughout Florida in small bands. 94
Three months later, General Scott consented to Worth's proposal
and Secretary Spencer subsequently ordered that hostilities be
brought to a close. 95 Despite these developments, Hitchcock felt
deceived by the trust he initially placed in Worth. Indeed, after
assuming command, Worth aggressively pursued hostilities and
only succeeded, in Hitchcock's view, to extend the conflict at an
exorbitant sum and needless loss of lives. Be that as it may, Worth
finally enacted the long-sought peace initiative and directed the
remaining Seminoles to restrict themselves to south Florida. On
August 14 he formally declared the war's end and thus received the
brevet rank to brigadier general that Hitchcock proposed two years
earlier, an event that left Hitchcock even more exasperated against
the "humbug of the world." 96
Despite Worth's proclamation, and much to his embarrassment,
a hostile band of Creek Indians led by the notorious Pascofa
continued to attack and kill settlers in the Apalachicola district
southwest of Tallahassee and drew the special outrage of Governor
Richard K Call. The territorial militia combed the wilderness but
failed to uncover any of the miscreants. Worth had to resolve the
matter swiftly and in response he reached out to Hitchcock to lead
the Third Infantry Regiment-then stationed in the region-in a
punitive expedition. Once in Florida, Hitchcock, convinced of the
futility of military action, proceeded with a plan that evolved into
one of the most unique chapters of the Florida war. "I have been
much with Indians," he noted in his diary, "and look upon them as a
part of the great human family, capable of being reasoned with and
susceptible of passions and affections which, rightly touched, will
secure moral results with almost mechanical certainty." 97 From his
new headquarters at Fort Stansbury, twelve miles south of the Florida
capital, Hitchcock was at last in a position to enact his convictions
94
95
96
97

Mahon, Second Seminole War, 307.
John Spencer, "Memorandum to the Commanding General," May 10, 1842,
"Letters Received by the Office of the Adjutant General Main Series, 18221860," Roll 0262, RG 94, NARA.
Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 163.
Ibid., 165.
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and placed offensive operations on hold, in spite of orders to reopen
the war. Soon after departing for the Indian country, he sent out
several Native scouts to Pascofa's band with directions to prompt any
member to come to him for peaceful talks. One by one, this band
began to trust Hitchcock's intent, as he consistently greeted them
with friendly gestures and carefully kept his word. Pascofa eventually
met Hitchcock in a face-to-face meeting that took place just outside
the camp, with both men casually sitting down on a log with a single
interpreter. Hitchcock won over Pascofa with his unusual blend of
diplomacy and candor, and the chief agreed in principle to move
to the Arkansas Territory, but only after consulting his people.
Pascofa returned the next day with ten of his warriors and, in a
demonstration of peaceful resolve, the men discharged their rifles in
the air before they entered Hitchcock's camp. In a scene recalled by
one of the officers, Pascofa stood before the camp, now adorned in
the black ostrich feathers and red turban that Hitchcock gave him.
The chief spoke of a long-standing tribal prophecy that foretold of
bloody wars and great suffering. Their nation would be divided, with
some selling their land and departing while others were hunted
down by white men, until the remainder would be reduced to misery
and starvation. "Such is our present condition," Pascofa declared.
But when all seemed hopeless it was also foreseen that "a man with
a white heart (referring to purity and honesty), and a white tongue,
would offer them peace, and make them happy." The chief turned
to Hitchcock and affirmed that he was that very man, the "ruling
spirit" who "brushed the clouds from before the sun."98 Whether this
stemmed from actual prophecy or was a rhetorical flourish intended
to flatter may never be known. What is clear is that diplomacy, even
among those ranked below the "civilized," could indeed accomplish
what war could not. Within two weeks, the previously hostile band,
now laden with food, blankets, cloth and other items, were safely on
their way west via steamboat.99
98
99

"Scraps from my Florida Journal.-No. 6," Spirit of the Times (New York),
January 4, 1845.
For his efforts Hitchcock was rewarded with a commendation by Governor
R. K Call and the Florida Legislative Council, in which Call claimed that the
enterprise "has been attended with more complete and signal success than
any other expedition conducted against the savage enemy"; see, R. K Call,
"Gentlemen of the Senate and House of Representatives," January 13, 1843,
in A Journal of the Proceedings of the Legislative Council of the Territory of Florida
(Tallahassee: S. S. Sibley, 1843), 33; Hitchcock's proceedings with Pascofa
are also briefly mentioned in Edwin C. McReynolds, The Semino/,es (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1957), 236-237.
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Conclusion

Despite Hitchcock's marginal presence in standard histories
of the Second Seminole War, it is obvious that he played a far
larger role than has previously been acknowledged. His service in
Florida, while intermittent, spanned the war's opening days to its
end, and so he held a unique perspective that few could claim.
His journal reveals heretofore unknown facts about critical phases
of the war and since Hitchcock was integral to larger strategic
planning, certainly exceeds more typical battlefield diaries in terms
of significance. Aside from being a talented negotiator and peace
advocate, he also was the army's leading authority on Indian policy
and was recognized as such by a succession of secretaries of war.
His astute and often acerbic commentary provide historians with
a much needed corrective to previous historical assessments which
tend to underestimate Hitchcock's role in the War Department,
generally gloss-over or minimize Seminole peace initiatives, and
fail-despite abundant evidence-to relegate the treaties to
historical ignominy.
During its final years, the Florida war devolved into a lowintensity conflict and much time was spent in near-stultifying
boredom, with alcoholism and the "grog shop" becoming serious
detriments to discipline and morale. 100 Despite these conditions,
deaths totaled 1,446 out of approximately 10,000 army regulars
who were stationed at one time in Florida-an imposing statistic.
Yet many more died from disease than actual combat and malaria
epidemicscontinuallysapped thearmy'sstrengthandmorale. 101 The
high rate of desertions (sixteen percent per month in 1842) as well
as an unprecedented number of officer resignations (200 resigned
between 1835 and 1837) has been duly noted by historians. 102
Furthermore, of the seven different commanders during the war,
three requested to be relieved of duty. The U.S. Army thus had
little cause to look to the Florida war as an exemplar. Indeed, the
army establishment considered the war as such an affront to its
collective sense of propriety that the entire campaign was judged
100 Joe Knetsch, Fear and Anxiety on the Florida Frontier (Dade City, FL: Seminole
Wars Foundation Press, 2008), 114-115; Mahon, Second Seminole War, 320.
101 C. S. Monaco, "Shadows and Pestilence: Health and Medicine during the
Second Seminole War," journal of Social History 48, no. 3 (forthcoming, 2015).
102 Watson, Peacekeepers and Conquerors, 180; Bruce Vandervort, Indian Wars of
Mexico, Canada and the United States, 1812-1900 (New York: Routledge, 2006),
131; Lee Kennett, Sherman: A Soldier's Life (New York: Harper Collins Publishers,
2001), 27.
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a temporary abnormality that was best forgotten. Whether it was
the Second Seminole War, the Philippine Insurrection (1899-1903)
or Vietnam (1965-1973) the U.S. Army's predisposition, according
to historian Russell F. Weigley, is to forget rather than build upon
lessons learned in regard to guerilla wars. 103
The Florida war became the embodiment of an army trying
to implement a settler colonial project. Hitchcock, as many of
his fellow officers, abjured such undertakings and joined in
Whig criticism of Jackson, judging him "as cruel and despotic as
any Russian tsar. " 104 The war's most lasting impact, at least from
a military perspective, may well have been in the arena of future
Indian wars that developed in response to expansionist policies.
The Seminoles presented a fiercer stand against removal than any
other of the southeastern tribes and it was in this context that a
new level of brutality evolved within the army, particularly in regard
to prisoners of war. During one such episode, Lieutenant Colonel
William S. Harney, a Jackson protege who possessed an especially
violent temperament, was allowed by Armistead to execute
male Seminole captives by summarily hanging them during his
Everglades campaign, a task that he performed with apparent
gusto. 105 Instead of censure, Harney received the approbation of
President Van Buren, a promotion, as well as ebullient praise in
the newspapers .106 Florida Governor Robert R. Reid declared that
"the severest means are the best means" and became incensed at
the military's critics, mocking their "gentle strains of humanity and
brotherly love. " 107 Fifteen years later, realizing that public opinion
would be on his side, Harney intensified his terror tactics, this time
against Plains Indians, and slaughtered innocents without regard
103 For a discussion of Weigley, see David H. Ucko, The New Counterinsurgency Era:
Transforming the US. Military for Modern Wars (Washington, DC: Georgetown
University Press, 2009) , 27-28; for the lack of institutional memory of this
conflict, see Hall, '"A Reck.less Waste," 83.
104 Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 154; see also, Wettemann, Privilege vs.
Equality, 63 .
105 Watson, Peacekeepers and Conquerors, 224; for a contemporary description of
this incident, see Hitchcock, December 29, 1840, Diary #17, 25-26; see also,
Vandervort, Indian Wars,135. Andrew Jackson famously declared during the
First Seminole War that "the laws of war did not apply to conflicts with savages";
quoted in John Fabian Witt, Lincoln 's Code: The Laws of War in American History
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012), 99.
106 "Secretary of War to Walker K. Armistead," February 1, 1841, in Territorial
Papers, 26: 250.
107 "Message of Governor Reid to the Legislative Council," February 28, 1840, in
Territorial Papers, 26: 112-113.
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to gender, age or fighting status, earning the epithet of "Mad Bear"
among the Sioux.108 Ironically, racial divisions, influenced by what
was deemed civilized and barbarous, were used to rationalize such
transgressions . As it happened, Hitchcock, now a brevet brigadier
general, was transferred to Harney's command in 1855 and chose
to resign rather than be placed under the orders of "a man without
education, intelligence, or humanity." 109 [Hitchcock re-entered the
army as a major general in 1862 at the request of Abraham Lincoln
and Secretary of War Stanton.] The character of the Second
Seminole War era also resurfaced in the guise of unsavory Indian
agents-albeit not under military command-who dominated
the western tribes throughout the latter half of the nineteenthcentury. Even George A . Custer traced many of his troubles to
cunning agents and traders . A few years before his death, Custer
publicly urged "the abolishment of the system which has proven
itself so fruitful in fraud and dishonest dealing toward those whose
interests it should be their duty to protect. " 110 As a nineteenthcentury colonial power, the United States therefore continued the
aggressive mindset ofJackson in its westward expansion, tolerating
cruelty and corruption when it applied to Native people, while often
denigrating the reform impulses in society so intently manifested
in the character of Ethan A. Hitchcock. rn
108 Vandervort, Indian Wars, 53; see also, Jeffrey Ostler, The Plains Sioux and US.
Colonialism from Lewis and Clark to Wounded Knee (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2004), 41-43; Mark E. Neely, Jr., The Civil War and the Limits
of Destruction (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 157; Adams,
Prince of Dragoons, 132-133.
109 Hitchcock, Fifty Years in Camp and Field, 420.
llO G. A. Custer, letter to the editor, Prairie Farmer44, no. 9 (March 1, 1873): 68.
111 For the U .S. as a colonial power vis-a-vis Native Americans, see Ostler, Plains
Sioux and US. Colonialism, 1-12.
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